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Tuesday, 13 May 2014                       WRN# 14.5.13 

The WRNewswire is created exclusively for AALU Members by insurance experts led by Steve 
Leimberg,  Lawrence Brody and Linas Sudzius. The WRNewswire  provides timely reports and 
commentary on tax and legal  developments important to AALU members, clients and advisors, 
delivered to your inbox as they happen. 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 
TOPIC: Group Insurance Plan Participant’s Will Does Not Effect Change of Beneficiary 

CITE: Jane Marie Hall v. Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, 2014 WL 1813156, (8th Cir., 
May 8, 2014). 

SUMMARY:  When a plan participant’s widow did not receive the death proceeds of a group 
life insurance policy at her husband’s death, she filed a suit in state court under the Employee 
Retirement Income Security Act of 1974 (“ERISA”).  She alleged that the plan’s administrator 
abused its discretion in denying her claim. 

The case was removed to federal court and the United States District Court for the District of 
Minnesota entered summary judgment in favor of the plan administrator.  This case is the result 
of the widow’s appeal. 

The Court of Appeals for the Eighth Circuit held that the administrator did not abuse its 
discretion in determining that provisions in the plan participant’s will changing the beneficiary of 
the group insurance to name the widow did not effect a change of policy beneficiary.  It also 
concluded that the administrator did not abuse its discretion in refusing to give effect to a 
change-of-beneficiary form that was submitted to the insurer more than 30 days after participant 
signed it.  The court further ruled that the doctrine of “substantial compliance” would not deprive 
administrator of power to require strict compliance with plan’s terms. 

 

https://www.courtlistener.com/ca8/eGzr/jane-marie-hall-v-metropolitan-life-insurance/
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FACTS:  Dennis Hall was covered under a group term life insurance contract through his 
employment. The policy was issued by MetLife. MetLife was expressly granted, under the terms 
of the governing employee-benefit plan (“the Plan”), “discretionary authority to interpret the 
terms of the Plan and to determine eligibility for and entitlement to Plan benefits in accordance 
with the terms of the Plan.”  

The Plan also specifically informed employees how they may change the beneficiary or 
beneficiaries of their policy: 

You may designate a Beneficiary in your application or enrollment form. You 
may change Your Beneficiary at any time. To do so, You must send a Signed and 
dated, Written request to the Policyholder using a form satisfactory to MetLife. 
Your Written request to change the Beneficiary must be sent to the Policyholder 
within 30 days of the date You Sign such request [sic]. 

In 1991, Dennis designated his son, Dennis Hall II, as the beneficiary of the life insurance policy. 
About 10 years later, Dennis married Jane. 

About 10 years after their marriage, Dennis was diagnosed with cancer.  Dennis filled out and 
signed a change of beneficiary form. That form named Jane as sole beneficiary of his policy.  
But Dennis never submitted the form to MetLife. 

On January 25, 2011, Dennis and Jane traveled to Rochester for a routine appointment at the 
Mayo Clinic scheduled for the next day. In the early hours of January 26, Dennis awoke in their 
hotel room, partially paralyzed. After he was rushed to the Mayo Clinic, Dennis was informed he 
had a very short time to live.  

On the next day, at the clinic, Dennis executed a will. The will provided, in relevant part, that 
“the following specific bequests be made from my estate . . . . Any and all life insurance and 
benefits shall be distributed to Jane Marie Hall. If this beneficiary does not survive me, this 
bequest shall be distributed with my residuary estate.”  

Dennis died later that day. 

On February 2, 2011, after learning of Dennis’s death, Dennis’s employer sent MetLife a copy of 
the 1991 form naming Dennis Hall II as the beneficiary of the life insurance. The representative 
informed MetLife that the 1991 form was the most recent document on file, but noted that Jane 
Hall “claims she has a will.”  

On February 10, 2011, Jane Hall sent MetLife a letter asserting that Dennis had learned of his 
impending death without adequate time to obtain an approved form from MetLife, but had 
intended his will to designate Jane as the beneficiary of his life insurance policy. As a result, she 
contended, she was entitled to the proceeds. 
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MetLife denied Jane Hall’s claim. It told her that “a Will has no bearing on a Group Life 
Insurance benefit,” and that the beneficiary of record was Dennis Hall II based on the 1991 form.  

Jane appealed MetLife’s decision. She argued that Dennis had done all that he could in the 
circumstances to ensure that she would receive the life insurance proceeds. She later informed 
MetLife of the form Dennis had signed in November 2010, but never submitted, naming her as 
the sole beneficiary.  

After considering this information, MetLife upheld its denial of Jane Hall’s claim. Two days 
later, MetLife distributed the life insurance proceeds to Dennis Hall II. 

Jane sued MetLife and Dennis Hall II.  She requested a declaratory judgment that she, not 
Dennis Hall II, was entitled to the life insurance proceeds as the beneficiary of the policy.  She 
argued that MetLife abused its discretion because Dennis had complied with the Plan’s 
requirements and, alternatively, because Dennis had satisfied the requirements of the federal 
common law doctrine of substantial compliance.  

MetLife responded that it had reasonably exercised its discretion in concluding that neither the 
will nor the November 2010 form had changed the policy beneficiary from Dennis Hall II to Jane 
Hall. 

The district court granted summary judgment for MetLife and denied Jane Hall’s motion. It held 
that MetLife acted reasonably in refusing to give effect to the November 2010 form because it 
had not been filed within thirty days of signature, as required by the Plan and MetLife reasonably 
concluded that Dennis’s will did not effect a change in beneficiary: “[a] will cannot directly 
dispose of a nonprobate asset [such as the benefits under the policy], and the will bequeathed life 
insurance proceeds ‘from Dennis’s estate,’ which was not the designated beneficiary under the 
Plan.”  

RESULT:  The district court also concluded that Jane could not rely on the substantial-
compliance doctrine.  This Appeals Court agreed with the lower court. 

The court agreed with MetLife that the will was not a written request “satisfactory to MetLife” 
for two reasons: (1) a will cannot dispose of non-probate assets, such as the proceeds of an 
insurance policy, and (2) even if a will could do so, this will did not purport to designate Jane 
Hall as the beneficiary of the policy proceeds; rather, it identified the person to whom “life 
insurance and benefits” payable to Dennis’s estate should be distributed. According to MetLife, a 
life insurance policy payable to someone other than Dennis’s estate, such as this one, is 
unaffected by the terms of the will. 

The Appeals Court noted that the will was inadequate to effect a change in beneficiary because it 
addressed only bequests from his estate. The estate was not a beneficiary of the policy, and 
Dennis’s will did not expressly address the distribution of assets that were not part of the estate. 
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In other words, it was reasonable for MetLife to construe the will to address only life insurance 
proceeds that were included in the probate estate.  

The form signed by Dennis naming Jane Hall as his sole policy beneficiary would have satisfied 
the Plan’s requirements - but the Plan expressly required Dennis to submit a written beneficiary-
change request within thirty days of signature for it to be effective.  This he failed to do.  

Jane countered that there was no such deadline in the Summary Plan Description (“SPD”) that 
MetLife distributed to Dennis and that the SPD should prevail over the Plan.  The Court would 
have agreed.  It stated that “an SPD provision prevails if it conflicts with a provision of a plan.” 
But it noted that rule is inapplicable “when the plan document is specific and the SPD is silent on 
a particular matter.”  Here, the Plan document was clear and unambiguous: a written request to 
change the beneficiary of the life insurance policy must be submitted “within 30 days of the date 
You Sign the request [sic].”  So silence in the SPD on this point did not trump the Plan’s clear 
requirement.  MetLife reasonably refused to give effect to a change-of-beneficiary form that was 
submitted long after the thirty-day window had closed. 

Jane then argued that Dennis had “substantially complied” with the Plan’s requirements and 
under the federal common law doctrine of substantial compliance, that should be enough to make 
her the sole beneficiary.  The doctrine provides that even if the policy owner had not exactly 
complied with the policy's requirements for changing beneficiaries, the proceeds could be 
claimed if he “substantially complied” with the terms of the insurance contract.  That requires: 
(1) "a clear expression of the insured's intention to change beneficiaries," and (2) a "concrete 
attempt by the insured to carry out his intention as far as was reasonably in his power, i.e., 
undertaking positive action which is for all practical purposes similar to the action required by 
the change of beneficiary provisions of the policy. 

But this court, though it was uncertain it should recognize the doctrine, decided that – even if it 
did – the doctrine would not win the day for Jane Hall. Where an ERISA plan administrator is 
given discretion under the plan to determine eligibility for benefits, the substantial-compliance 
doctrine would not deprive the administrator of the power to require strict compliance with the 
terms of the plan.  

RELEVANCE:  Once again, we’ve seen the emotional and financial cost of failure “To Get 
AROUNDTOIT.”  Clients should be told: 

• If you want to change your life insurance or retirement plan beneficiaries, do it.  Do it in 
strict and complete compliance with the appropriate contract and instructions.  Get it 
done – in writing – and get it approved in writing. 
 

• If you’ve done everything you could have reasonably done to comply, in many states, 
that substantial compliance might be enough.  But why take the chance? 
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• If you are thinking about making a change, but can’t make up your mind, don’t leave the 
papers lying around to create false hopes, bitter disappointment, and needless litigation.   

Estate planning is all about time.  We need to convey to our clients the significance and urgency 
of action.   

This case also points out the importance of competent counsel who has expertise in the estate 
planning area – and an agent who follows up and co-ordinates planning for all of a client’s 
assets. 

WRNewswire # 14.05.13 was written by Steve Leimberg of Leimberg & LeClair Inc. and 
Leimberg Information Services, Inc. (LISI). 

 

DISCLAIMER  

In order to comply with requirements imposed by the IRS which may apply to the 
Washington Report as distributed or as re-circulated by our members, please be advised of 
the following:  

THE ABOVE ADVICE WAS NOT INTENDED OR WRITTEN TO BE USED, AND IT 
CANNOT BE USED, BY YOU FOR THE PURPOSES OF AVOIDING ANY PENALTY 
THAT MAY BE IMPOSED BY THE INTERNAL REVENUE SERVICE.  

In the event that this Washington Report is also considered to be a “marketed opinion” 
within the meaning of the IRS guidance, then, as required by the IRS, please be further 
advised of the following:  

THE ABOVE ADVICE WAS NOT WRITTEN TO SUPPORT THE PROMOTIONS OR 
MARKETING OF THE TRANSACTIONS OR MATTERS ADDRESSED BY THE 
WRITTEN ADVICE, AND, BASED ON THE PARTICULAR CIRCUMSTANCES, YOU 
SHOULD SEEK ADVICE FROM AN INDEPENDENT TAX ADVISOR.  

_________________________________________________________________ 

The AALU WRNewswire and WRMarketplace are published by the Association for Advanced 
Life Underwriting® as part of the Essential Wisdom Series, the trusted source of actionable 
technical and marketplace knowledge for AALU members—the nation’s most advanced life 
insurance professionals.  

http://www.leimbergservices.com
http://www.leimberg.com

